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THE DOCTRINE OF SIGNATURES AND THE 
LAW OF SIMILARS.* 


JOHN H. CLARKE, M_D., 
London Eng. 


While engaged in the study of the remedies 
comprised in the homeopathic materia medica, 
more especially of those belonging to the 
vegetable kingdom, one cannot fail to be 
struck with the correspondence often observ- 
able between outward peculiarities of flower 
or form in the drug and the organ or malady 
for which it has been found remedial. It would 
almost seem that it is to be the lot of homeo- 
pathy to rehabiliate the ancient doctrine of 
signatures, developed and glorified by Para- 
celsus, and possibly utilized by Hahnemann 
himself and the older homeopaths for sug- 
gestions as to the properties of drugs, the 
outlines of which were filled out by provings 
and clinical observations. 

The Century Dictionary thus defines the 
meaning of the word “Signature” in this con- 
nection : “An external natural marking upon, 
or a symbolical appearance or characteristic 
of, a plant, mineral, or other object or sub- 
stance, formerly supposed by the Paracelsians 
(and still by some ignorant persons) to indi- 
cate its special medicinal quality or appropri- 
ate use. The medical theory based upon this 
conception, known as the Doctrine of Signa- 
tures, took note of color (as yellow flowers for 
jaundice and the bloodstone for hemorrhage), 
shape (as that of the mandrake and ginseng), 
various peculiarities of marking, etc. Many 
existing names of plants, minerals, etc., 
originated from this theory. See kidney-wort, 
mandrake, scorpion-grass. Also called sign, 
seal, and sigil.’-—I have to own myself, gentle- 
men, one of those “ignorant persons” alluded 
to in the above admirable definition. As the 
negro preacher remarked, by way of consoling 
his flock for the trials of life, there is one place 
where you are always sure to find sympathy ; 
and when asked. Where? he replied with 
emphasis, in the Dictionary! I confess it has 
never failed me. An unrepentant sinner, how- 
ever, I am going to air my ignorance on this 
occasion, and even venture, it may be, to 
defend it. 

Let me premise that there is sometimes 
more hidden likeness in superficial resem- 
blances than might at the first blush be sup- 
posed. We talk about going “to the root” of 
a matter as if in the roots of a plant the chief 


*Read at the Annual Homeopathic Congress, 1898. 


HOMEOPATHIST. 


characteristics were to be found. No doubt, 
if we had the vision, we should observe dif- 
ferential characteristics in every miscroscopic 
bit of every plant, but the unmistakable fea- 
tures are oftener found in the blossom or fruit. 
So it is with disease : it is in the symptoms— 
the blossom of disease, exanthem,—that the 
sigil or signature of the malady is most in 
evidence ; and it is Hahnemann's great glory 
to have demonstrated that the best drug sig- 
natures are to be discovered in the out-blos- 
soming symptoms experienced by the drug- 
prover. But that does not say that drug- 
provings abrogate the older doctrine of signa- 
tures. On the contrary, I maintain that in 
many instances our provings show that there 
is an amount of truth in it unsuspected by the 
hyper-sophisticated intellect of an age that 
boasts of its knowingness. 

Taking it on its lowest basis, an admirable 
mnemonic is to be found in the correspond- 
ence between physical appearance and symp- 
toms ; and if there is an art making more 
demands on the memory of details than 
homeopathy I have yet to hear of it. The case 
of the Eye-bright, Euphrasia, will at once 
occur to you all. The signature of the plant 
is its eye-blue flower ; and how true the infer- 
ence of the ancients was as to its medicinal 
properties homeopathic provings and _ uses 
have amply demonstrated. And I cannot 
suppose that this is merely a curious coinci- 
dence, of use only for the exercise of medical 
small-wit. There is not only such a thing as 
an irony of fate, which we often hear about, 
and sometimes experience ; there is also, if I 
may so say, a wit and humor in the very 
nature of things. My contention is that we 
ought to investigate this and make the most 
of it, and not the least, as the present tendency 
would seem to be. Putting the matter, there- 
fore, on the lowest grade of utility, that of a 
mnemonic, there is no reason why we should 
not use the eye-likeness of Euphrasia to stamp 
indelibly on our minds the chief sphere of 
action of the remedy. And to go back to the 
examples of our sympathetic dictionary—‘“the 
yellow flowers for jaundice, the bloodstone for 
hemorrhage’—a teacher of materia medica 
would find it of no little assistance to point out 
to his class the yellowness of Hydrastis, the 
“golden seal” with its “Turmeric root,’ the 
yellow flower of Calendula, the yellow juice 
of Chelidonium, the yellow stain of Nitric 
Acid, and the yellow color of Chrome of 
Sulphur, of Picrate of Iron (to mention only 
a few), as evident in medicines which power- 
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fully affect the liver ; and as for the bloodstone 
in hemorrhages, when we remember that it is 
iron which gives it the color, we cannot but 
admit that in this case also the signature is a 
true one. 

Some time ago, when making a study of 
Cistus Canadensis, I was struck with one 
characteristic developed in the provings. The 
common names of Cistus, as you know, are 
“Rockrose,’ “Ice-plant,’ and “Frostweed.” 
Hering quotes from the United States Dis- 
pensatory this description : “It grows in low, 
dry, mica-slate hills and serpentine rocks. It 
is abundant at the foot of Pine Rock, New 
Haven, in the barren plains, and seems to be 
dependent on the presence of the talc (mag- 
nesia). It is said’—and here is the point to 
which I wish to draw particular attention— 
“that in the months of November and Decem- 
ber these plants send out near the roots broad, 
thin, curved ice-crystals, about an inch in 
breadth, which wilt in the day and are renewed 
in the morning.” 

Now, you may ask, what possible connec- 
tion can there be between the physical appear- 
ances or peculiarities of a plant and the effect 
on the human organism of the same plant after 
it has been macerated with alcohol or boiled 
down into a_ decoction? That I cannot 
answer ; all I can say is that in the provings of 
Cistus a sensation of coldness is one of the 
commonest symptoms met with. Here, for 
example is a selection :—“Forehead cold, and 
sensation of coolness inside forehead, in a very 
warm room ; cold feeling in nose; sensation of 
example, is a selection : “Forehead cold, and 
coldness of tongue, larynx, and trachea ; 
saliva is cool ; breath feels cold ; empty 
and cool eructations ; cool feeling in stom- 
ach before and after eating ; cold feeling in 
whole abdomen.”—It may be said that sen- 
sations of coldness are common to scores of 
medicines, and that is true. But coldness of 
the tongue, of the saliva, and of the breath are 
not common symptoms ; and I cannot help 
feeling that there is some occult connection 
between the electric properties of the plant 
which favor the production of ice about it, 
and the chilling effect of the drug on the body 
when taken. At any rate, I put down in my 
private materia medica “unusual sensations of 
coldness” as a keynote for the use of Cistus ; 
and curiously enough, I did not have long to 
wait before an opportunity arose for testing 
it. A patient came to me about that time 
complaining of coldness of the whole left side 
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of the body, and she feared that paralysis was 
coming on. I prescribed Cistus, and there 
was soon an end to the one-sided coldness, 
and the fear of paralysis along with it. 

The rule “Let likes be treated by likes,” as 
we generally understand it, refers to the like- 
ness between drug effects and disease effects 
on the symptom plane. But I do not see why 
we should not extend the meaning of the rule 
and include within the sphere of the corre- 
spondence plant or drug-appearances and 
organ, or disease-appearances. If we take this 
view of it, the doctrine of signatures may fairly 
be brought within the four walls of the homeo- 
pathic formula. 

Before proceeding further I should like to 
make it clear that I do not claim for all drugs 
the possession of signatures. They may all 
have them, but we have not yet learned to read 
the signs. Nor do I contend that the signs, 
when found, are of superior value to provings 
or to clinical observations. What I do main- 
tain is that in them we may find pointers of 
great value. They may be used either to sup- 
plement provings, or to confirm them ; and to 
suggest uses when provings do not exist. 

Take, for example, the “Shepherd's Purse” 
(Thlaspi bursa pastoris). So far as I know 
there does not exist any proving of this plant, 
but it is recognized by almost all homeopaths 
as an uterine remedy of the very first rank. 
How was this discovered? I ask any one to 
look well at the seed-vessel of this common 
weed and see if they cannot discern a signa- 
ture of the most obvious kind in its shape ; the 
very counterfeit of a virgin uterus. Take, again, 
a remedy which has recently been used by 
homeopaths who have adopted it from the 
eclectics—Echinacea Angustifolia. It pos- 
sesses a root which turns black on exposure, 
whence its name, “Black sampson,” is drawn. 
The keynote for its employment is given as 
“black tongue.” It is used in diphtheria and 
low typhoid conditions, with or without this 
symptom, but it is most specially indicated in 
cases where a black tongue exists. Dr. Bur- 
nett has recorded excellent results from 
Fragaria vesca in conditions where the straw- 
berry tongue is a prominent feature. Elateri- 
um, the Squirting Cucumber, has a signature 
impossible to mistake. I have never had an 
opportunity of witnessing the bursting of the 
seed-vessel, but I am told by those who have 
that the report is most strikingly suggestive. 
The bulb of squill exudes a juice that is the 
very counterpart of mucus, and this in all 
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probability first suggested its use as an ex- 
pectorant. 

The signatures are by no means confined to 
outward appearances. Habitat has frequently 
suggested the medicinal properties of plants. 
It is a common idea that every country or 
district produces the remedy for the particular 
kind of illness that may be most prevalent in 
it. The subject has never been thoroughly 
worked out, but instances of it are not difficult 
to find. I may mention the bog-bean, Men- 
yanthes, a notable ague remedy, which, as 
belonging to a fen-county, I heard about when 
I was a boy. The anti-rheumatic properties of 
Salicin may be typified in the damp places in 
which the willow grows ; and I believe Dr. 
Cooper got his idea of Lemna minor (a valu- 
able remedy in catarrh, as I can attest) from 
its flourishing in ponds. “Aggravation from 
damp” is the leading indication for its use. 

But I need not weary you with more ex- 
amples, plenty of which will no doubt occur 
to you all. My aim is rather to open up the 
subject and set the minds of my hearers work- 
ing in this direction. It is well for us to know 
our medical materials in an all-round way, and 
not merely as something in a bottle with a 
label on it, and a list of symptoms in a book. 

Before concluding I wish to enter a plea for 
a wider range in seeking indications for the 
employment of drugs. I don't think my worst 
enemy—if I have the honor to possess one— 
will accuse me of ever having manifested 
symptoms of being a wobbler in the faith. I 
have sought to practice it to the extent of my 
knowledge and ability, fully alive to the fact 
that homeopathy is much too big to be com- 
pletely mastered by any one man in a life- 
time. On the other hand, I am not aware that 
my membership of the homeopathic confra- 
ternity ties me down to prescribe only on 
symptoms that have actually been produced 
in provings on the healthy. That provings 
are the most fertile source of trustworthy indi- 
cations I fully believe ; but I do not think 
when Hahnemann penned his “Essay on a 
New Principle for Discovering the Curative 
Powers of Drugs,” he had any idea that the 
curative powers discovered in other ways were 
to be discarded ; and if he did mean that, I 
should say he had made a mistake. Provings 
are the foundation and superstructure of our 
art, but there are many other elements that 
can usefully be employed in the complete 
equipment of the edifice, and among them the 
ancient doctrine of signatures should occupy, 
as I contend, a place of no small importance. 
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